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A DILEMMA ABOUT DILEMMAS 

THE recent article on "The Complex Dilemma" by Professor 
Theodore de Laguna has aroused in me such extreme dis- 
agreement that the following criticisms were written. The article 1 
accuses the complex dilemma of being fallacious both in its con- 
structive and in its destructive forms. A traditional definition 
of the dilemma, in one of its forms is cited. "The complex con- 
structive dilemma is described as a form of syllogism, in which 
the major premise is compound, consisting of two (or more) hypo- 
thetical propositions; while the minor is a disjunctive proposition, 
the members of which are the antecedents of the major; and the 
conclusion is a disjunctive proposition, the members of which are 
the consequents of the major." 2 The article then points out 
that if the disjunctive propositions in the minor and the conclusion 
are interpreted as exclusive alternatives, the argument is fal- 
lacious. 3 If the disjunctive proposition in the conclusion alone 
is treated as non-exclusive, then the argument is redundant, be- 
cause the minor premise need not be exclusive. 4 

The argument of the article so far may be stated as the follow- 
ing dilemma. 

If the minor and the conclusion are exclusive alternatives, the 
argument is fallacious; and if the minor is exclusive and the con- 
clusion is non-exclusive then the argument is redundant. 

But either the minor and the conclusion are exclusive, or the 
minor is exclusive and the conclusion is non-exclusive. 

Therefore the argument is fallacious or redundant. 

This is the exact meaning of the criticism of the dilemma. It 
is perfectly obvious that the minor premise here is false, because 
it overlooks the possibility that both the minor and the conclusion 
may be treated as being formally non-exclusive alternatives. If 
this treatment is given, the complex dilemma is neither fallacious 
nor redundant. 

The present writer is one of those who regard as pre-scien- 
tific all of the formal or deductive logic which fills our text-books. 
But perhaps many of the older logicians were more accurate than 
Professor de Laguna supposes. The most accurate of the older 
logicians was J. N. Keynes. In the fourth edition of his Formal 

i This Journal, Vol. XVIII, pp. 244-246. 

2 Page 244. 

3 Page 245. 

* Page 245, bottom. 
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Logic he specifically limits the meaning of " or " to the non-exclusive 
interpretation. 5 He repeats this in his treatment of disjunctive 
syllogisms and obviously intends it to apply to the dilemma. 8 So 
the most careful of formal logicians can plead not guilty to Pro- 
fessor de Laguna's accusation. 

The only logicians mentioned by Professor de Laguna are 
Whately and Jevons, from whom is quoted an example of a 
"hoary sinner." "Thousands of students have been called upon 
to look upon it as an exemplar of rationality. ' ' 7 Professor de 
Laguna. gives the impression that both Whately and Jevons were 
guilty of a serious break. But as a matter of fact the dilemma 
quoted from these writers is entirely valid formally, provided that 
the "or" in the minor and in the conclusion is interpreted non-ex- 
clusively. It so happens that both Whately 8 and Jevons 9 carefully 
and explicitly defended the non-exclusive interpretation of "or." 
Consequently the thousands of students, so pitied by Professor de 
Laguna, have been in no manner misled. 

The root of all these troubles is the fact that "or" is normally 
non-exclusive in its strict meaning, but so frequently the meaning 
of the alternatives indicates that they are exclusive as a matter 
of fact. The meaning of "or" in logic should be defined non- 
exclusively. "P is true or Q is true" means "it is not true that 
P and Q are both false." In some but not all of the cases, P and 
Q will be exclusive, but this is an additional fact. 

If Professor de Laguna had confined himself to pointing out the 
fact that certain widely used text-books in logic 10 are guilty of 
the error of combining the complex dilemma with the exclusive 
interpretation of disjunction, his article would have been useful. 
Certainly the non-exclusive interpretation of disjunction is required 

for the complex dilemma. 

A. P. Beogan 

University op Texas 

s Section 191. 

e Sections 317-318. 

i This Journal, Vol. XVIII, 246. 

8E. Whately, Elements of Logic, book 2, chapter 4, sections 4 and 5. I 
have the Boston edition of 1845, pages 110-115. 

»W. S. Jevons, Lessons in Logic (London, 1882), pages 166-168. Compare 
Principles of Science (London, 1913) , pages 68-71 ; also the little primer Logic, 
pages 72-73. 

io For example, J. B. Creighton, Introductory Logic (third and fourth edi- 
tions), pages 154-163. 



